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COMPARISON OF TEACHERS’ AND STUDENTS’ PERCEIVED 
DIFFICULT WORDS IN A READING TEXT 
Afnie Dian Niza Pramono 
112014071 
  
ABSTRACT 
There are always difficult words in a reading text perceived as difficult by 
teachers and students. This study is a descriptive research which set out to analyze 
teachers’ and students’ choices of perceived difficult words in a reading text. 25 
students of ninth-grade and three teachers were selected as participants. The data were 
words and considered as difficult by both teachers and students. The teachers were 
interviewed to find out their reasons why they considered the words were difficult for 
the students. This study showed various reasons why students and teachers underlined 
words that were perceived as difficult. The findings show that the difficulties are 
caused by unfamiliarity, multi word-construction, or multiple word meaning. 
 
Keywords perceived difficult words, unfamiliar words, choices 
 
 INTRODUCTION 
Vocabulary is a very important unit when people learn a language. The learners 
are able to communicate using language when they have more knowledge about 
vocabulary. Thus, they need to get vocabulary exposure from language teachers. 
Students have a different level of vocabulary knowledge. For instance, the learners 
learn the same vocabulary in the school at the same time, but some learners may forget 
faster. When they face the same vocabulary at different time, some of them will think 
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that it is new and categorized as difficult for them. Therefore, it may not be easy for 
language teachers to determine what difficult vocabulary or words for students because 
teachers and learners are having different assumptions about difficult words. 
Some researchers highlight that learning vocabulary is very substantial to 
language learners. Dapo (2014) mentions that according to most researchers, learning 
vocabulary is the center of mastering a language. According to Nation (1990), students 
get difficulty in a language because they have inadequate vocabularies and it affects 
the result of receptive and productive language use. Nash and Snowling (2006) state 
that learners who have poor vocabulary knowledge will get larger shortcomings of 
language and reading comprehension difficulties that will affect their educational 
achievement. Nation (2008) categorizes vocabulary into some different levels of 
words. They are high-frequency words, academic words, technical words, and low-
frequency words. These levels are usually encountered in a language by learners. 
Moreover, Nation (1990) mentions about the number of minimum words in different 
language skills. It is useful for beginner level to express simple ideas based on each 
language skill. Therefore, Lawrence, White, and Snow (2010) believe that the choice 
of vocabulary in teaching vocabulary is the most important decision. Teachers should 
teach vocabulary that students are likely to be familiar with. Lawrence, White, and 
Snow (2010) also find that academic words appear in the different form of content and 
meaning. These words sometimes have more than one meaning, so teachers need to 
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pay attention to the vocabulary which they want to teach to students. Hence, difficult 
words are an important decision for teachers to teach it in the classroom. 
This research is important because teachers might have different choices of 
perceived difficult words compared to their students. Teachers might predict 
vocabularies which learners may not know in the teaching material before the class 
begins. Learners may only know the basic word. When they face the second form or 
past form of the word, they will get confused. Learners may encounter the words which 
are too academic. It makes students confused and considered as difficult. Therefore, it 
becomes a significant thing for the language teachers to match their choices of difficult 
vocabulary with what learners know. 
The purpose of this study is to investigate the differences of vocabulary choices 
in a reading text that teacher and student perceived as difficult. Those differences will 
be a reference for the language teachers. The teachers will know students’ difficulty 
of vocabulary based on their opinion in this research. Hence, they have to pay attention 
more on determining difficult words. They have to be more serious to select the words 
in teaching materials. For the students, they may get new vocabulary exposure from 
teachers which they do not know before. Thus, this study aimed to answer the research 
question, “What are the differences between teachers’ and students’ choice of difficult 
words in a reading text?” 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Vocabulary 
4 
 
Researchers consider that the main principle to learn a language is recognizing 
vocabulary. Nemati (2013) reports “Lexical knowledge, that is, the question of what it 
actually means for a language learner to know a word, is not only about knowing the 
simple form and meaning of the word, but also demands the learner to recognize, 
understand and produce a word together with scores of other words in different 
contexts and situations that are acceptable in the language.” Thus, learners should not 
only know the meaning of a word and the simple form, but they need to produce and 
understand a word based on the contexts. Learners will find out the meaning and use 
the word to communicate or interact. Nemati (2013) states that the learning of 
vocabulary is the center of mastery of language. They cannot use a language without 
knowing the vocabulary. According to Gass as cited in Dapo (2014), learning 
vocabulary is a process that starts from encountering the essential words with unknown 
words before and carry on to the mental lexicon through the successful integration of 
key features of that word.  
Different types of vocabulary usually appear in a language and it causes 
difficulty. According to Nation (2008), vocabulary is classified into four types based 
on the frequency and range of encounter in a language. They are high-frequency 
words, academic words, technical words and low-frequency words.  Firstly, high-
frequency words are the most significant group of a word (Nation, 2008). He pointed 
out that these words mostly appear in every kind of language use. The second type is 
academic words. These words are usually found out in academic writing. He 
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mentioned that academic words are seldom encountered in other kinds of language 
use. The third type is technical words which are used particular specialist area. Next, 
low-frequency words that are found infrequently. In addition, Nation (2008) mentions 
that teachers should not teach low-frequency words in the classroom. These four types 
of vocabulary might be encountered by learners when they learn about vocabulary. 
 
Teaching Vocabulary 
In order to teach vocabulary, teachers need to use some techniques to teach 
vocabulary. Nzai and Reyna (2014) state that teaching vocabulary can use conceptual 
approach. It needs a context to teach the meaning of words. Another teaching 
technique is definitional approach. Nzai and Reyna (2014) mention that definitional 
approach is a prominent method in education. It requires the use of definition. “Using 
this strategy leads students to learn definitions or synonyms for instructed words.” 
(Nzai and Reyna, 2014, p. 46). Hence, teachers are able to use some techniques in 
vocabulary teaching based on the purpose. 
Teachers generally face some obstacles when they teach vocabulary in a 
classroom. Nation (2008) shows that there are some reasons why teaching vocabulary 
cannot be maximized. The first reason is teachers have a narrow opportunity to teach 
vocabulary because there is a large number of vocabulary that learners should know. 
(Nation, 2008, p. 5).  “Secondly, learning a word is a cumulative process that requires 
meeting word across the four strands of a course, and teaching makes up only a part of 
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one of strands-the language focused learning strand.” It means that teaching 
vocabulary is only a part of learning.  
Students’ vocabulary knowledge may affect their achievement. According to 
Blachowicz (1999), in reading skill, vocabulary knowledge affects the comprehension 
of a text for doing some reading task. One of the problems which learners fail to 
perform the good understanding and print skills is caused by the unfamiliarity of 
vocabulary. It shows that vocabulary is the fundamental part of reading. Blachowicz 
(1999) also sees that new words can make the wrong interpretation of the information. 
Teoh, Lin, and Balaja (2016) state that learners with limited vocabulary cannot express 
themselves. Nash and Snowling (2006) investigate that learners with poor vocabulary 
knowledge will have a wider language shortcoming and difficult comprehension of 
reading. Meanwhile, insufficient exposure to vocabulary to second language learners 
influences the successful in the school (Gillanders, C., Castro, D.C. and Franco, X, 
2014). Therefore, vocabulary is believed as a meaningful part of a language.  
 
 
Learning Vocabulary 
To be able to write a simple text, learners need to use appropriate words. In the 
academic setting, writing is a form of assessment which most frequently used and 
learners should show their knowledge of the field by using a particular vocabulary 
(Nation, 2008). He also points out that around 2.000 to 3.000 words are needed to 
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make a simple text to show their enormous ideas. However, the learners need to 
consider the words which are appropriate based on the area that they want to write 
about. 
In order to be able to speak, learners need a minimum number of words. Nation 
(2008) states that in speaking skill, it does not need as many vocabularies as listening. 
According to West (cited in Nation, 2008), he makes a minimum number of words that 
are adequate for learners to speak. It is about 1.200 head-words that would be enough 
for them to say. It should be the vocabulary which is commonly used in speaking. 
There is a number of minimum words for learners to be able to read a simple 
text. According to Nation (2001), for English language learners, they usually start to 
read in a simple text. Around 300-400 words are needed that can be used to read several 
simplified books (Nation, 2001). The aim of the simplified text is to take the 
vocabulary knowledge of the learners into 2,000 words-level (Nation, 2001). In 
addition, Nation (2001) also mentions that to read an un-simplified text, learners need 
at least 3,000 words. On the other hand, if a highly predictable context with many 
unknown words is provided, it may not influence their understanding of learners 
(Blachowicz, 1999).  
To have a better comprehension in a reading text, students have to learn 
vocabularies. There are some aspects which students should know a word. The first 
aspect to be learned by students is word family. Nation (2001) argues “It is thus also 
possible to argue that knowing a word involves knowing the members of its word 
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family, and what are considered members of the word family will increase as 
proficiency develops.” (p.47). In other words, students should learn word family of 
words so they are able to increase their capability in English. Word family could be 
related to form, meanings, and uses. Nation (2001) says “For example, knowing the 
word mend can also involve knowing its forms, meanings, and uses: mends, mended, 
and mending.” (p.47) From this example, mend has some forms which are present 
form, past form, and gerund. Besides the change of form, this can also affect the change 
of meaning and grammatical form itself. Therefore, students need to learn about word 
family. 
The second aspect of knowing a word is word parts. Nation (2001) mentions 
that form of a word can be changed by adding affixes which can alter the meaning of 
words. Affixes are divided into prefixes and suffixes. Prefixes are affixes that place in 
front of a word. In Merriam Webster’s dictionary, suffix is defined “an affix occurring 
at the end of a word, base, or phrase.” These additions are giving a syllable at the 
beginning or end of the word. Nation (2001) summarizes that affixes appear frequently 
in a corpus. Hence, students should know word parts because it can change the 
meaning of a word. 
 
Previous Studies 
There are several relevant previous studies that support this study.  
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1. The first study was carried out by Hsueh and Nation (2000) which 
examined the density of unknown words that learners find in a text. The 
participants were sixty-six adult people who enrolling a pre-university 
English course in an English speaking country. Hsueh and Nation (2010, 
p.419) say, “The result suggests that for this kind of reading learners need 
to know at least 98% of the running words in the text.” It was the high 
percentage of the learners. Then, it meant that learners should have one 
unknown word in every fifty words. Meanwhile, to find out the percentage 
of unknown words, learners should underline the familiar words in a text 
(Hsueh-chao and Nation, 2000).  
2. Another study was conducted by Iso and Aizawa about the relationship of 
the frequency of the word, the behavior of learners in a vocabulary size, 
and teachers’ perception of difficult words. Iso and Aizawa (2009) stated 
it was necessary to make the word difficulty judged by teachers directly 
comparable with the result of vocabulary size test taken by learners. It 
correlated with this study because teacher’ difficult words should be 
compared with the vocabulary size of students. In addition, the difficult 
words from teachers needed to be compared with the difficult words from 
the students. The study of Iso and Aizawa divided their participants into 
two group. One group was 180 university students from two different 
institutions. Another group of the participant was 27 Japanese teachers of 
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English and 14 native speakers of English. The students should do 
vocabulary size tests which are FlashVLT and Yes/No vocabulary test. For 
the teachers as participants, they needed to do questionnaire which was 
about word difficulty. Their study found out that if the frequency of the 
words was low, the number of predicted difficult words was higher. In 
conclusion, these studies investigated the percentage of unknown words 
which students might get and teachers needed to predict what difficult 
words of learners. 
 
THE STUDY 
Method of research 
This is a descriptive study that attempts to answer the following question, 
“What are the differences between teachers’ and students’ selection of words 
perceived as difficult in a reading text?” 
 
 
Context of the Study 
This study was set at SMPN 2 Salatiga. This school has a good accreditation 
and becomes one of the best 10 junior high school in Salatiga. It investigated one of 
the classes of ninth grade students in the school.  
 
Participant 
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The participants were selected using a purposive sampling technique. They 
were 25 students of ninth-grade of SMPN 2 Salatiga and three English teachers of the 
school. This research viewed that the students in this grade had received training in 
reading skill.  
 
Data Collection Instrument 
 The study used a reading text as the instrument for data collection. The title of 
the text was “The Escaped Madman”. It was taken from a study of Hsueh-chao and 
Nation (2000). This story was about a person being tricked by a caller about an escape 
from a mental institution. The length of the text was 673 words and was narrated in 
the first person with some dialogue. For teachers, they needed to write down their 
reasons why they underlined the words. Another instrument was interviews. The 
interviews were only conducted with English teachers. The three teachers were 
interviewed to reveal the reasons of choosing the difficult words for the students. 
Data Collection Procedure 
A reading text was prepared as the first instrument. 25 junior high school 
students of ninth grade were given the reading text “The Escaped Madman”. They had 
to read the text carefully. Then, they should find words which they thought difficult in 
the text. The difficult words should be underlined. After that, five teachers also got the 
same reading text. Teachers should predict by selecting difficult words which the 
students might find in the text. The purpose was to find out whether between teachers 
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and students had different choices of difficult words in the text. Then, those collected 
data were compared. Then, the teachers were interviewed to explain their reasons in 
choosing the vocabulary in the reading text in the semi-structured interview. It was 
recorded while interviewing teachers. These interviews aimed to find out the teachers’ 
consideration to select difficult words for the students. 
 
Data Analysis Procedure 
 The data of this study were a collection of difficult words from the teachers 
and students. The choices of difficult words between teachers and students would be 
identified, coded, and compared. The teachers had to write reasons why they selected 
the words. Then, they were asked to explain the reasons in the interview session. The 
interview was a semi-structured interview. It had open-ended questions, so the teachers 
could describe the reasons clearly. The result of the interview was coded and identified 
for the themes. 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
The findings and discussion part presents the result of this study which covers 
two main themes to show the importance of the result. The results were obtained from 
all data which compared the underlined words by students and teachers in the same 
sampled reading text. The first section would discuss word classes that had been 
classified based on underlined words by the students and the teachers. The second 
section was about word form from the students and the teachers’ data.  
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Word Classes 
FIGURE 1 
Difficult Words Perceived By the Students and the Teachers Categorized Under 
Word Classes 
 
Figure 1 presents that the result of teachers’ and students’ selection of words 
which were different in terms of word classes, except adverb. The differences of 
perceived difficult words are explained below.  
a. Verb 
The first difference was found in the verb category. Figure 1 shows that the 
students had the higher percentage (67%) rather than the teachers (33%). The results 
of perceived difficult words in the verb category were compared and the difference 
was 34 % which is very significant. 
Table 1.1 
6
7
%
5
0
%
6
4
% 7
0
%
0
%
3
3
%
5
0
%
3
6
%
3
0
%
1
0
0
%
V e r b A d v e r b A d j e c t i v e N o u n P r e p o s i t i o n
Students Teachers
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Verbs Perceived by the Students and the Teachers as Difficult Words 
Students Teachers 
Advancing Advancing up 
Advancing up Burst 
Appeared Crashed 
Burst Flashed 
Crashed Rushed 
Escaped Shut 
Finding Slipped 
Flashed Struck 
Raced   
Rushed   
Shut   
Slipped   
Struck   
that struck   
Warn   
Went on 
   
 
Table 1.1 shows the list of perceived difficult words in the verb group by the 
teachers and the students. Considering the result, the students had more difficult words 
than the teachers. They had various difficult words. As it is clear in Table 1.1, some 
verbs from the teachers were also found in the students’ list. It indicates that the 
teachers were only able to predict a half of difficult verbs selected by the students.  
The teachers explained some reasons why verb was difficult for students. 
Firstly, the verbs sounded not familiar for the students. The students would consider it 
as new words because of the unfamiliarity. Blachowicz (1999) found out that students 
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will not understand the text when it has unfamiliar terms. In the interview, teacher 3 
said, 
”ya kalau itu kan kurang familiar ya. Kalau biasanya anak tahunya kalau 
tertawa ya laughed loudly.” 
(It is less-familiar for students. Students usually know with, laughed loudly.) 
The second reason was the students might forget the meaning of the verbs. The 
students might encounter particular words, but they had difficulty to remember the 
word. Teacher 1 revealed a reason in the interview, 
“Kalau rushed sebenarnya sering kali diulang-ulang cuman mungkin 
terkadang masih lupa.”  
(Actually rushed has been often repeated, but students might forget it.) 
 
 Those factors causing difficulty could be overcome with some teaching 
techniques. For unfamiliarity of words, the teachers could use definitional approach. 
Nzai and Reyna (2014) argued that using definitional approach leads students to learn 
definitions or synonyms for instructed words. In this case, unfamiliar words are usually 
considered as new words. The teachers could give the definition of the words. In the 
interview, teacher 3 said, 
”Untuk mengajarkan kata baru mungkin saya memberikan definisinya dulu” 
(To teach new words, I might give the definition first.) 
 
Repetition is another technique in vocabulary teaching to the students. The 
teachers can repeat the meaning of verb when encountering it in other texts. Nation 
(2001) explained that learners need to encounter words in different meetings, so they 
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would be able to master the words. It helps learners know other meaning of a word. 
Nation (2001) also points out,  
Repetition is essential for vocabulary learning because there is so much to 
know about each word that one meeting with it is not sufficient to gain this 
information. Vocabulary items must not only be known, they must be known 
well so that they can be fluently accessed. (p.74) 
There are so many vocabulary to learn so doing repetition is important. This 
suggests that students will get more understanding about a word if they have 
opportunities to encounter the words in more than one meeting.  
Based on the data above, the students and the teachers had different choices of 
perceived difficult words in verb category. The teachers explained that it might occur 
because the students were unfamiliar and might forget the words.  
 
b. Adverb 
Adverb was found as the second difference in terms of word classes. Figure 1 
provides the percentage of adverb selected by the teachers and the students. The 
choices of the students and the teachers had the same percentage: 50%. It shows that 
the teachers and the students’ perceptions were similar. 
Table 1.2 
Adverb Perceived by the Students and the Teachers as Difficult Word 
Students Teachers 
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Anxiously Anxiously 
 
The students and the teachers considered the same word as shown in Table 1.2. 
Both underlined anxiously as difficult word in the adverb category. It means that the 
teachers had exactly the same prediction of difficult word in adverb group with the 
students. 
Teacher 3 gave a reason why this adverb was considered as difficult. In the 
interview, he revealed that he was still having teaching difficulty about adverbs, 
especially adverb of manners. He never taught this word in the classroom. Thus, the 
students still had a lack of knowledge about adverb of manners. The teacher argued 
that the students still learned the more familiar adverb of manners usually found in 
English lessons. Therefore, the teachers decided to underline this adverb as a difficult 
word. In the interview, teacher 3 stated,  
“Adverb of manner ya, belum juga malah bisa saya katakan tidak ya tidak 
masuk. Mereka masih dalam hal-hal yang familiar ya, seperti beautifully, 
loudly dan sebagainya, carefully.” 
(Is it adverb of manner? Actually it is not taught yet, instead it will not be 
taught. They learn about things which are familiar for them, such as beautifully, 
loudly, and etc. Carefully.) 
 
Briefly, the choices between the students and the teachers of adverb were same 
in the text. The teachers mentioned that the students did not learn these words yet and 
they still used the familiar ones. This adverb was difficult for students. 
c. Adjective 
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Thirdly, adjective was a word class that was difficult for the students. Figure 1 
illustrates the percentages between the students (64%) and the teacher (36%) in 
adjective group. It demonstrates that the students perceived bigger number of difficult 
adjective compared to the teachers. The difference was 28%. It means the teachers 
could guess more than a half of adjectives the students thought as difficult.  
Table 1.3 
Adjective Perceived by the Students and the Teachers as Difficult Word 
Students Teachers 
A bit frightened Anxious 
Anxious Firm 
Bit frightened Frightened 
Confused Relieved 
Firm Trembling 
Frightened  
Relieved  
Trembling  
Unusual  
  
 
Table 1.3 above demonstrates the students’ and the teachers’ choices in 
adjective group. It shows different result. It is clearly seen in the table. The students 
found nine difficult adjectives, the teachers predicted five difficult adjectives. All five 
adjectives of teachers’ selection were in the students’ list.  
There was a reason to underline adjectives as difficult words. Teacher 3 felt 
that the word might be difficult for students because the students might face it for the 
first time. Thus, the words were considered as new to students. Teacher 3 explained, 
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” Kalau dipandang dari sudut anak-anak, kata ini saya rasa memang sulit untuk 
mereka pahami dalam artian mungkin baru bagi mereka 
(If I see it from students’ point of view, this word sounds difficult to understand 
for students. I mean it is new for them.) 
 
d. Noun 
The next different category of word classes between students and teachers was 
noun. Figure 1 shows that the number of percentage and number of words in the noun 
group. The students had 70 % and the teachers had 30%. Thus, the difference was quite 
big (40%).  
Table 1.4 
Noun Perceived by the Students and the Teachers as Difficult Word 
Students Teachers 
Bars A few yards off 
Brain Bars 
Crash Crash 
Crashes Crashes 
Footsteps Fright 
Fright Lady 
Governor Madman 
Had no bars Suspicion 
Joke   
Laughter   
Madman   
Mailman   
Matter   
Pieces   
Railway train   
Suspicion   
There was a fight   
Wires   
20 
 
Yard 
   
 
Table 1.4 points out the choices of the students and the teachers in the noun 
group. Based on the result, the students had the highest difficulty in the noun group. 
They had many difficult words categorized as nouns. The students underlined 19 
difficult nouns and teachers selected 8 nouns. Thus, the teachers selected correctly less 
than a half of the students’ choices.  
The teachers revealed five reasons why noun was regarded as difficult words 
for the students. The first reason was the unfamiliarity of nouns for the students. 
Teacher 1 predicted that some students might know and some did not. In the interview, 
teacher 1 revealed that the students might know crazy person rather than madman. A 
synonym could make the students easily know the meaning of the word. In this case, 
the teachers could use definitional approach to teach words. Nzai and Reyna (2014) 
argued that definitional approach is a strategy to teach students about words by giving 
the synonym of the word. Teacher 1 said, 
”Sebagian sudah tahu, tapi sebagian mungkin juga kalau suruh sekilas baca 
ya madman, beberapa ya juga gak paham kalau crazy person, itu kan pasti 
tahu.” 
(Some students have known this word, madman. Yet, the rest might not 
understand if they only read it once. On the other hand, if it is written as 
crazy person, they must know it.) 
 
Multiple-meaning of words was the second reason of selecting the nouns 
as difficult. A word can have different meanings based on contexts. In the interview, 
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the teachers gave three different meanings of mad. This sometimes confused the 
students to decide the appropriate meaning according to the context. The students 
needed to use their logic to determine the correct meaning of the words. teacher 1 and 
teacher 2 explained, 
“Tapi kalau madman, mad kan kadang bisa berarti marah, bisa berarti 
tergila-gila, bisa berarti ya itu tadi gila. Kemungkinan mereka juga akan 
menanyakan itu.” 
(But, if it is madman, mad could mean angry, madly, and crazy. Students 
will ask about it probably.) 
 
Likewise, teacher 2 stated the students might know the word but the 
meaning would be different in certain contexts. Teacher 2 added, 
”Jadi mereka, dulu mungkin pernah mengetahui kata itu tapi punya arti 
yang berbeda. Jadi kan kata itu tergantung konteks kalimatnya ya, itu 
memiliki arti yang berbeda.” 
 
(So, they have ever known the word but it has different meaning. Thus, the 
word relies on the context of the sentence and it will have different 
meaning.) 
 
Thirdly, the influence of culture could be another reason why the noun was 
difficult. Some words in English are weird when translated into Bahasa Indonesia. 
Related to culture, some words are rarely or never used in Indonesian culture. Thus, if 
students seldom find that noun in their life, they may consider difficult. For example, 
teacher 1 states in the interview: 
”Nah itu hampir mirip dengan raced tadi mungkin juga karena culture. 
Disitu kan sebagian kan juga tidak terbiasa dengan kata bar. Ini kan 
konteksnya Western banget kalau Indonesia kan bar di kitchen atau di 
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daerah itu kan gak ada ya sih. Bisa juga kan mereka mikirnya bar-bar 
kotak-kotak itu lho.” 
 
(It is almost similar with raced, I think it is because of the culture too. Some 
of students are not familiar with the word bar. The context of this sentence 
looks like Western, but we seldom find bar in Indonesian’ kitchen or in the 
rural area. Yet, they could think that bars like boxes.) 
 
Teacher 1 revealed, 
”Yard itu istilahnya juga bukan common yang di Indonesia ya kalau disini 
meters, kilometers, kalau yard…” 
(The term of ‘yard’ is not a common word in Indonesia, we usually use 
meters, kilometers, but if it is yard…)  
 
The fourth reason was the teachers did not teach those words. There were 
so many vocabularies to learn, but the teachers could not teach all of them in the 
classroom. In addition, the textbook does not have the vocabularies like those in the 
sampled-text. In the interview, teacher 1 said, 
“kalau mengajarkan vocab itu sebenarnya kan kalau yang SMP itu kan text 
based salah satunya, jadi ketika… ini  (madman) gak ada di buku paket, di 
buku paket ini gak ada madman dan  ketika biasanya ketemunya 
menghadapi teks tambahan, baru ketika itu terutama kelas 9 karena kelas 9 
ada drilling untuk persiapan UN. Baru ketika itu kita akan drilling tambah-
tambah vocab.” 
 
(If we will teach vocabulary for SMP students, one of approaches is using 
text based. Yet, when we do not find madman in the text book and then we 
encounter it in other additional texts, we can do drilling the vocabularies 
for ninth-grade students. It is for final examination preparation.) 
 
Teacher 3 added,  
“Lha ini, ini baru juga ini belum ada materi atau tema pembelajaran.” 
(This is new for them and there is not topic or theme yet in the learning 
process.) 
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In the interview with teacher 1, it was revealed that the teachers had almost no 
opportunity to teach vocabularies. The curriculum of the school applies text-based 
learning, so the students learned only the vocabularies in the textbook. Nation (2008) 
states that there is a big number of vocabulary for the students to learn but teachers 
only have a small opportunity to teach vocabulary. Furthermore, the teachers would 
not teach new words that have no relation with topics in the textbook. Therefore, the 
teachers would teach new words if the students encounter it in a reading text. 
The last reason of perceiving nouns as difficult is nouns may come from 
head words. It means some nouns are formed from the root words. As seen in Table 
1.4, some nouns have prefixes or suffixes. That process are included as affixation. 
Teacher 2 stated,  
“ya ini biasanya mereka dapat itu suspicious, jadi kata bentukan itu tadi.”  
(They usually know suspicious so it is a word form.) 
Teacher 3 mentioned, 
“Memang walaupun kata itu sama, anak kan malah mengartikan satu kata 
itu satu arti, satu kelas dalam bahasa inggris itu.” 
(Although it has the same word, students translate a word with only one 
meaning and one word class in English.) 
 
Affixation changes word class and meaning. Teacher 2 mentioned that 
suspicion was a derived form. It made students difficult to know the meaning. The 
occurrence of affixation could make familiar word become new word for learners, 
because the meaning is different. Besides, the affixation process may change word 
stress and pronunciation, even spelling difficulty might happen (Gairns and Redman, 
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1986, p.47). In this study, the students underlined two similar words which had similar 
meanings, such as crash and crashes (see table 1.4). It indicates that even though the 
spellings are rather similar, the students still did not know the meaning. Thus, for the 
students, a noun was perceived difficult based on its affixation.  
To conclude, a noun was regarded as difficult in the reading text by the 
students, because they are unfamiliar, have multiple meanings, culture, and derivation. 
e. Preposition 
Another different category of word class considered difficult was 
preposition. From the results, only the teachers who considered preposition difficult 
for the students. Thus, the percentage was 100%. The students did not have any 
difficult words in the preposition group. As shown in Table 1.5, the teacher underlined 
“by” as their prediction for difficult preposition.  
In the interview, teacher 3 stated a reason why the preposition was difficult 
for students. It was caused by the unfamiliarity of the word. The teacher usually used 
another preposition that had the same meaning. 
Table 1.5 
Preposition Perceived by the Students and the Teachers as Difficult Word 
Students Teachers 
(none) Through 
 
Teacher 3 said, 
“Anak-anak kurang familiar atau lebih ke similar word-nya atau kata yang 
lain yaitu by.” 
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(Students are less-familiar or more familiar with the similar word or 
another word which has same meaning, like by.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Word Form 
FIGURE 2 
Difficult Words Perceived By the Students and the Teachers Categorized Under 
Word Form 
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This section discusses word form which affects the students and the 
teachers’ perception of difficult words. As indicated in Figure 2, the word form 
includes the present, present participle, past, past participle, verb phrase, noun phrase, 
and idiom. As seen in the Figure 2, the students and the teachers had different 
selections in terms of word forms. The students had more difficulty of word forms 
compared to teachers. All differences of perceived difficult words are discussed below.  
 
a. Present Form 
Firstly, the different category of perceived difficult words was the present 
form. It was only selected by the students. The teachers did not underline this word. 
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Thus, the students and the teachers had different choices to underline word in the 
present form. Table 2.1 below shows the word that was chosen by students. 
Table 2.1 
Present Form Perceived by the Students and the Teachers as Difficult Word 
Students Teachers 
Warn (none) 
 
b. Present Participle Form 
The second difference in term of word form was the present participle. The 
result indicates only the students who underlined the present participle form (see Table 
2.2). The students found two words that they thought difficult.  
Table 2.2 
Present Form Perceived by the Students and the Teachers as Difficult Word 
 
Students Teachers 
Advancing 
Finding 
(none) 
 
From the interview, teacher 3 mentioned a reason why the students 
underline a word in the present form category. He revealed that one of those words did 
not frequently appear in a reading text. The teachers only taught words based on the 
material. Thus, those words were perceived as difficult to the students. Teacher 3 said, 
”Advancing ini jarang ditemukan ya.” 
(The word advancing, is seldom found.) 
c. Past form 
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The third different category of word form occurred in the past form. In 
Figure 2, the teachers had 35% while the students had 65%. The difference was very 
big (30%). It shows that the teachers selected more than a half of difficult words that 
the students listed.  
Table 2.3 
Past Form Perceived by the Students and the Teachers as Difficult Word 
Students Teachers 
Appeared Burst 
Crashed Crashed 
Escaped Flashed 
Flashed Rushed 
Had no bars Slipped 
Raced Struck 
Rushed  
Slipped  
Struck 
that struck 
 
went on 
 
 
As seen in Table 2.3, the students had more words in the past form compared 
to the teachers. The students found eleven words in past form and the teachers had six 
words perceived in the difficult past form. The teachers perceived five of eleven words 
selected by the students. 
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The teachers explained some reasons why the past form perceived as 
difficult in the text. Firstly, teacher 1 explained that student might get difficulty 
because the form of word was different. Teacher 3 predicted that the students were 
confused to differentiate the base and the past form. The students thought that the 
meaning of words were different although it has the same base word. Then, another 
reason was: they still did not know the concept about past tense. Teacher 1 said, 
 “kalau slipped karena bentuk kedua mungkin juga, iya bentuk yang kedua 
slipped dan beberapa anak sudah tahu menurut pengamatan saya di kelas 
tapi cuman kadang-kadang kalau mereka diminta kadang ini aku masih 
belum ngerti.”  
(Slipped as difficult word because it is in past form. The form is past, 
slipped. Some students has known this word based on my view. Yet, when 
I ask them to make a sentence, they still do not know it.) 
 
In the interview, teacher 3 said, 
“Kadang bentuk pertama dan bentuk kedua mengalami kebingungan bahkan 
mereka menganggap untuk bentuk pertama dan bentuk kedua itu artinya 
berbeda ya, karena belum paham” 
(Sometimes, students got confused between base form and past form, they 
feel that base form and past form have different meaning, because they do 
not understand.)  
 
d. Past Participle Form 
The fourth difference in terms of word form was past participle form. Figure 2 
shows it has the same percentage between the students and the teachers. They also 
found the same word; shut (see Table 2.4). Teacher 3 explained that the students were 
not familiar with shut. The teacher usually used another word; closed which is more 
familiar rather shut.   
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Table 2.4 
Past Participle Form Perceived by the Students and the Teachers as Difficult 
Word 
Students Teachers 
Shut Shut 
 
In the interview, teacher 3 said, 
Interviewer  : Kemudian selanjutnya ada shut pak  
(the next is shut, what do you think, Sir?) 
Interviewee : Closed, lebih ke.. 
(It is same with closed) 
Interviewer : Ini juga kurang familiar ya pak untuk anak? 
  (This is less-familiar for students, isn’t it?) 
Interviewee  : Iya. 
  (yes) 
 
e. Verb Phrase 
The fifth difference of perceived difficult words in this section was verb 
phrase. Verb phrase is a phrase that has a verb and an additional word. Figure 2 shows 
that the difference was 34%. The students had a higher number of percentage. The 
students underlined two words which could be seen in Table 2.5 below. Meanwhile, 
teachers only had one word that was similar to the students’ choice.  
Table 2.5 
Verb Phrase Perceived by the Students and the Teachers as Difficult Word 
Students Teachers 
Advancing up 
Footsteps circled 
Advancing up 
 
“Kalau advancing up itu kan … advance itu kayanya mereka tahunya yang 
lawannya beginner itu lho. Advance.” 
(If it is advancing up, students may know advance which is like the 
opposite of beginner. Advance.) 
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Multi-word verbs are a combination of ‘base’ verb and adverbial particle 
and called phrasal verb. Gairns and Redman (1986) says that, “Also contributing to 
the mystique is the fact that many phrasal verbs have multiple meaning…” (p. 33). 
Thus, multi-word verbs could be phrasal verb. It could have more than one meaning 
which make students confused and got difficulty to find the proper meaning of the 
word. The students in this study may only know that a word has only one meaning.  
f. Noun Phrase 
The sixth difference was found in the noun phrase category. In this study, 
only the students who found the noun phrase difficult (see Figure 2). The teachers did 
not select any noun phrase considered difficult for the students (see Table 2.6). 
TABLE 2.6 
Noun Phrase Perceived by the Students and the Teachers as Difficult Word 
Students Teachers 
There was a fight  (none) 
 
g. Idiom 
The last difference in terms of word form was idiom. From the result, only 
the teachers who perceived idioms as difficult for students. An idiom consists of some 
words that cannot be separated. Gairns and Redman (1986) state that “An idiom is a 
sequence of words which operates a single semantic unit, and like many multi-word 
verbs the meaning of the whole cannot be deduced from an understanding of the 
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parts…” (p. 35). It cannot be translated word by word, because it has a single meaning 
unit. 
Table 2.7 
Idiom Perceived by the Students and the Teachers as Difficult Word 
Students Teachers 
None raced through my mind 
 
Teacher 1 said, 
“Ini kan kaya semacam personifikasi ya, maksudnya tidak to the point dan 
ini perbedaannya kalau saya tu suka menyinggung perbedaan antara 
Indonesia dan Western itu terletak pada salah satu katanya …”  
  
(It seems like personification, right? I mean, it is not to the point and the 
difference is between Indonesian and Western which is in one of the words.)  
 
The teachers revealed some reasons about idioms perceived as difficult. The 
teachers thought that this idiom was like personification. The students might find 
difficulty to understand it.  
In this study, word form appears to influence the students and the teachers 
to determine difficult words in the sampled text. The perceived difficulty was caused 
by some reasons, such as unfamiliarity, rare use, word-form, personification, and 
probably culture. 
CONCLUSION 
This research attempted to investigate different choices of perceived difficult 
words between the students and the teachers in a reading text. Based on the data 
obtained, from the underlined words and interviews, the results show that there are two 
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main reasons which affect the choices. Those are word classes and word form. Word 
classes and word form have either same or different choices between the students and 
the teachers. The reasons were explained by the teachers in the interview. From the 
result, noun is the most frequent choice of words by the students in terms of word 
classes. The difficulty is affected by unfamiliarity, multiple-meaning, culture, absence 
of words in the textbook, and affixation.  
This study has limitation which needs to be considered. Firstly, the participants 
of this study were the students who were “good” at English. The teachers described 
that these students were the second class which have a better understanding of English. 
It might have different results if participants had lower or higher level of ability. 
Therefore, it is suggested that for further study, more participants with different levels 
of ability in English should be selected.  
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APPENDIX 
The Escaped Madman 
 
I was in the middle of making a cake for dinner when the telephone rang. I washed my 
hands and went to answer it. 
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‘Hullo,’ said an anxious voice when I had picked up the receiver, ‘could I speak to 
Mrs. Scott, please?’ 
‘Speaking,’ I answered. 
‘Mrs. Rosalind Scott?’ the voice went on, even more anxiously. 
‘Yes,’ I answered. ‘What’s the matter?’ By now I was getting a bit frightened myself. 
Thoughts of my husband being a railway crash, or of one of the children breaking his 
leg playing football in the school-yard raced through my mind. 
‘This is the Northfields Hospital,’ said the voice. ‘One of our patients has escaped, and 
one of his friends heard him say that he was going to kill you. We thought we’d better 
warn you.’ 
There was a pause at the other end, as if someone was searching through a list. Then, 
‘George Hitchcock is his name,’ came the reply. ‘He’s short and dark-haired and very 
dangerous.’ 
‘But why does he want to----er----kill me? I’ve never even heard of him.’ 
A strange sound came from the telephone and it went dead. Thoughts of people cutting 
telephone wires before attacking a house flashed through my brain. Would a madman 
think of doing a thing like that? 
I was still holding the receiver when there was a knock at the front-door. I dropped the 
receiver and raced to the door. I locked it just as the man outside was beginning to 
open the cover of the letter-box. Then I rushed to the back-door, knocking a small table 
over on my way and breaking the flower-bowl on it to pieces. The water made the floor 
smooth and I slipped and crashed into a chair, knocking that over too. However, I 
reached the back-door, locked it and then went around the house making sure all the 
windows were shut. They had no bars on them, so it would be easy to break one open. 
Meanwhile, the telephone-operator, finding I had not put my telephone down and 
hearing the crashes and knocking, though there was a fight going on in my house and 
telephoned the police. In a few minutes, I heard a heavy footsteps advancing up the 
drive and there was a firm sound on the knocker of the front door. 
‘Who’s that?’ I said in a trembling voice. 
‘Police.’ Came the answer. ‘Is there anything wrong, Lady?’ 
I thought fast. ‘Come round the window so I can see you.’ I said. The heavy footsteps 
circled the garden, and two policemen—a police officer and a younger policeman—
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appeared at the dining-room window. I ran joyfully to the front door to let them in. 
The mailman was standing a few yards off, looking at me in a ways that struck me as 
unusual. 
‘Did you catch the madman?’ I asked the police-officer. 
‘What madman?’ he asked, clearly completely confused. 
‘Why, the one that was knocking at my door. He escaped from the hospital, and his 
name’s Hitchcock. George Hitchcock.’ 
‘George Hitchcock?’ said the officer, even more confused than before. ‘But that’s the 
name of the Governor of the hospital.’ 
‘And it was me that knocked at your door.’ Said the mailman. 
We looked at each other—the two policemen, the mailman and I. Fright, surprise and 
suspicion followed each other across our faces. Then the police officer said, 
’Somebody must have been having a joke with you, lady, and a stupid joke at that.’ 
We all burst into relieved laughter. 
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